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For Deborah.


The best thing that ever happened to me was falling in love with a Jersey girl.





INTRODUCTION



MOVING THE CONES


“I worked the cones actually, Matt,” he said. “Unbeknownst to everybody I was actually the guy out there. I was in overalls and a hat. . . . You really are not serious with that question.”


I really was serious with that question.


Christopher J. Christie, the fifty-fifth governor of the state of New Jersey, loomed from behind a massive wooden podium in the ornate ceremonial meeting room of his office at the state capitol in Trenton. His predecessors lined the walls in oil paintings, gubernatorial ghosts that warned of mediocre political fortune. Just one governor of New Jersey had gone on to become president of the United States: Woodrow Wilson. That was in 1913, exactly one hundred years ago.


Christie was poised to recapture the White House for New Jersey. He had just won a landslide reelection as a Republican in one of the most Democratic states in the country. He had come to personify New Jersey not just in the political sphere but also as a national cultural figure, as likely to pop up on E! as on FOX News. And he was beating all the other Republicans in the polls for the next presidential election in 2016—and even tied with Democrat Hillary Clinton, the presumptive Democratic candidate. Years of buzz about his political future had now turned into a full-on clarion call to every pragmatic Republican through the land: Christie had arrived to save the GOP. Exit polls showed that he knew how to win over independents, women, and the majority of Latinos.


Today was Christie’s first press conference back at the Statehouse after his reelection win. He was cocky and combative, as always. So when Christie deflected my question, it was just the kind of mocking sarcasm we were all used to.


CHRISTIE’S PRESENCE, ALREADY physically large, was magnified by the high perch he took behind the podium, above the reporters who sat packed together, shoulder to shoulder, laptops running hot on our thighs, eye level not with Christie but rather with the state seal.


A disembodied horse head was pictured at the center of that seal. “Liberty and Prosperity,” it read.


There was a fireplace behind the podium, but it was never lit. Plainclothes state troopers and top Christie staffers were stationed around the room like sentries, expressionless and seemingly wary of our existence. The room was cold, always, and the wifi was poor, usually.


Reporters shall raise their hands. Permission must be sought before a follow-up can be asked. Keep the questions short. And reading off a notepad, computer screen, or iPhone invites mockery.


With no applause, the governor busted through a tall wooden door next to the fireplace. “All right, all right,” he began. “Good afternoon, everybody.”


A half hour into that press conference, he called on me.


The scandal that I asked him about had been brewing for months. Something bizarre about access lanes from the little town of Fort Lee to the George Washington Bridge. Word was that the governor’s people had closed the lanes to cause massive morning traffic jams for five consecutive days that gridlocked commuters, school buses, and ambulances. Apparently (and this sounded impossibly preposterous) the traffic jams were created to seek revenge on the Fort Lee mayor, who hadn’t endorsed Christie’s reelection.


This was December, and the lanes closed back in September. Christie’s Democratic opponent in the election brought the incident up during a recent debate. She said it showed that Christie and his people were a bunch of bullies.


New Jersey seemed to like the bullying, from the time he instructed the media to “take the bat out” on a seventy-eight-year-old state senator (he meant it journalistically, he later explained) to the time he went after congressional Republicans for blocking billions of dollars in relief money for the biggest natural disaster in New Jersey history.


So when I asked him, “Governor, did you have anything to do with these lane closures in September outside the GW Bridge?” his “I worked the cones” made the crowd, his senior staffers—and maybe a few reporters—laugh.


This was not my first time getting Christie’s sarcastic shiv—after all, I had been covering him for three years at this point—so I persisted. The governor likes to grapple, and challenging him sometimes draws out better answers, ekes out some more truth-telling. And I wasn’t peddling some cuckoo conspiracy theory here—this bridge thing was now the subject of hearings in the state legislature. Documents were being sought. Articles had been written. This was, without question, a news story.


The governor didn’t think so. He did not want to be talking about what I was asking him to talk about. He was going to shut this down right now, and he planned to never hear about it again.


Christie stood by the explanation that the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, which runs the bridge, had already given: The lanes were closed for a traffic study. He went on to say that he was instructing the Port Authority to “review that entire policy” of having “three dedicated lanes” for Fort Lee. “Because I’ve sat in that traffic,” he said, “before I was governor.” He looked at me and winked. He no longer sat in traffic; for him, as governor, they shut down part of the Lincoln Tunnel to Manhattan.


“The fact that one town has three lanes dedicated to it? That kind of gets me sauced,” he said. And then he attacked the Democratic legislators who had become the lead antagonists on the whole issue.


“I don’t get involved in lane closures. I didn’t work the cones, just so we’re clear on that, that was sarcastic,” he said, to laughter. The Democratic inquiries were just “politics,” he said. “They’re just looking for something, you know? And that’s what they do.”


Before he became governor, Christie was the U.S. Attorney for New Jersey—the chief federal prosecutor for the entire state, best known for winning corruption cases against 130 dirty politicians. He ran for governor as the anticorruption candidate, the one who was going to clean up the notoriously shady halls of the Statehouse in Trenton. That’s what made the scandal—Bridgegate—so shocking. If his top aides conspired to punish enemies with a traffic jam, was the guy who had fought corruption so valiantly now in bed with the very kind of people he was supposed to protect us from?


Christie had proven to be Teflon to controversy. So there was little reason to imagine he wouldn’t get past this bridge situation, either.


Yet the next question proved to be clairvoyant. It came from Michael Aron, reporter for NJTV and the dean of the Trenton political press corps.


“Governor, you’re frequently described as the front-runner for the Republican presidential nomination,” Aron said. “I wonder how comfortable a position that is three years ahead of an election. . . . How do you respond to that appellation”—front-runner—“in front of your name all the time?”


“It doesn’t matter to me. It’s meaningless. It’s December 2013. . . . It will change any number of times between now and then.”


It sure would.


I BEGAN COVERING Chris Christie in January 2011 for my newspaper, the Philadelphia Inquirer. My editor, Mike Topel, wanted a “body man” on Christie—someone who would follow him around the state and around the country, capturing every extraordinary moment and utterance for a blog and the newspaper. The governor was the most dynamic political figure in the region, Topel told me, and I would become the expert on him.


No, I told Topel. I wasn’t interested.


Thing was, this should’ve been a dream job. I had always wanted to cover politics on a big stage—I was a political communication major at George Washington University, around the corner from the White House. For the next decade I covered local politics in New Jersey for three different newspapers, and I came to enjoy watchdogging school boards and telling stories about unusual personalities. I was briefly in Afghanistan, embedded with American troops, and when the Christie job opened up I was in the best beat I ever had—covering Camden, a city where politicians had repeatedly failed its people.


But Christie—Christie!—this guy kept making news. And so I took the job, moving my office to press row at the Statehouse in Trenton. On the Inquirer’s website I created a blog with the mediocre but satisfyingly alliterative name “Christie Chronicles.” Over the first few weeks on the beat I reported on Christie calling state workers “stupid,” threatening to commit suicide if anyone asked him if he was running for president, and comparing New Jersey under his first year of leadership to the 1980 “Miracle On Ice” American hockey team. “Look around,” he had said. “Much like that band of hard-charging, take-no-prisoners college kids did in Lake Placid thirty-one years ago, New Jersey is inspiring the nation.”


Who in the world did this guy think he was? I was fascinated.


Months into the job, even though I had asked Christie questions at press conferences, I had yet to formally meet him. He worked downstairs and across the hall from my office in the Statehouse, but getting an audience with him required patience and persistence. One day in March, his spokesman, Michael Drewniak, stopped by press row.


“Do you want to meet the governor?” he asked. “I’m not guaranteeing anything.”


We went downstairs, past several layers of state troopers, and into his outer office. We waited. Finally we got the nod to come in.


“Governor,” I said, “nice to meet you.” We shook hands. His are fleshy, and his grip is strong. Very strong. My hand hurt for a few minutes afterward.


Christie is five feet eleven inches tall and round in the middle—that’s the first thing you notice. He fills out his suit—which is always dark, with a New Jersey–shaped American flag pin on the lapel. Under the suit is invariably a white cuff-linked shirt, monogrammed “CJC,” and a colorful, conservative tie. His skin tone is Sicilian beige with a touch of red, prone to grayness when he’s tired or under the weather. His nose slopes down like a short but steep double diamond to a bulbous end. He talks close to you, if you’re both standing. He tilts his head slightly downward, and his bright blue eyes peer so intently at yours that it looks as if he is penetrating your soul and deciding it bores him.


But he also downshifts. Maybe you’re sitting down together, as we were in his office that day in 2011. He leaned back in his chair, crossed his hands behind his head, and smiled, charmingly and casually. “So, how did you pull the short straw and have to start following me around?” he asked, with a self-deprecation I hadn’t expected.


I told him that I was instructed to “cover him as if he was the president of the world.” I wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but he laughed.


“Well,” he said, “we’re going to do our best to keep you entertained.”


He joked that he had been clicking on the Christie Chronicles one hundred times a day, and he acknowledged that he couldn’t handle the comments under the online posts—“it’s not good for the psyche.”


Years later Christie recounted this moment in a speech at the annual Trenton Legislative Correspondents Club dinner. “He came in to see me. Sat down in my office with me. I said, ‘Man, this is gonna be the crappiest job you’ve ever gotten in your entire life! We’re gonna be boring, man, there’s nothing you’re going to have to cover.’ Now Matt Katz is on TV more than I am!”


When I appeared as a guest on cable news shows, I was there only because everyone wanted to talk about the “potential presidential candidate” I covered. He was a politician approaching liftoff, and we were all watching to see where he went.


Christie watched me watching him. Sometimes, he’d privately let me know what he thought about my reporting, pontificating and live-tweeting. But almost all of our conversations took place in public, with an audience, which is an odd way to get to know someone. These interactions were usually respectful, sometimes funny, and fundamentally adversarial.


He read his own press, at least he did in the first term. One way he responded was by putting me in the “Penalty Box” without explanation for an unspecified period of time. “Sorry,” a Christie source once texted me, “not allowed to talk to you right now.”


Other times he reacted more directly. After a campaign event one day at a diner, Christie muttered to me as I walked by: “Come see me after.” He did not look happy.


I went outside and waited under a steady rain by his pair of SUVs.


Christie bounded out of the diner. “Dan, put him in the car,” the governor said to his personal aide, Dan Robles, who had traveled with him everywhere since the first campaign. Dan opened the door, and I got in the back. Dan stayed outside. Christie came around and sat in the passenger seat, next to a state police trooper who looked forward, and remained silent, for the next ten minutes. In one singular motion Christie turned around toward me and extended his index finger.


There were no formalities as the governor effectively communicated his problem with something I reported.


When I stepped out of the SUV ten minutes later, Dan was still standing there, in the rain. He was very wet when he took my place in the backseat.


FOR THE FIRST of two interviews the governor agreed to do for this book I met him at an expensive Midtown Manhattan restaurant in the dead of a weekday afternoon. During the interview my pen busted, spilling black ink on my hands. The governor didn’t notice.


But he did. A few minutes later, as I questioned one of his stories—saying I hadn’t found people to corroborate it—he came back with a quick jab. “Well of course they’re not going to tell you!” he said. “C’mon, you’ve got ink all over your hands, they’re not going to tell you anything! Amazing I’m still at the table after that performance.”


Team Christie packaged that sharp-edged personality into digestible digital formats, distilling his gubernatorial id to build his brand for a future presidential campaign. Beginning with a viral video of an argument the first-year governor got into with an elementary school art teacher—thrilling, to some, to see an elected official put a union employee in her place—Christie became the first bona fide American YouTube politician. He had an unusual physical appearance and sound bites galore—a perfect man for this digital moment. Without YouTube, his closest advisers told me, Christie would have never become a “potential presidential candidate” as quickly as he did.


One of the first videos to go viral was in May 2010, at the start of his term, after Tom Moran, the editorial page editor at the state’s largest paper, the Star-Ledger, asked Christie how he’d get anything done with such a “confrontational tone.”


Christie went off, using a line that became his most famous put-down of a reporter: “Ya know, Tom? You must be the thinnest-skinned guy in America. You think that’s confrontational, you should see me when I’m really pissed!” Christie said politicians were meant to argue—that was the point. “This is who I am,” he told reporters. “Like it or not you guys are stuck with me for four years. And I’m going to say things directly. When you guys ask me questions I am going to answer them directly, straightly, bluntly. And nobody in New Jersey is gonna have to wonder where I am on an issue.”


In reality Christie dodged when asked for reactions to hot-button national issues that he didn’t want to talk about. And he often weaved when asked about possibly corrupt political allies. But Republicans nonetheless loved the “you must be the thinnest-skinned guy in America” shot against the media, with commentator Glenn Beck calling it “conservative porn.”


“I never found him erotic before,” Beck said, as orgasm sounds played on his radio show, “but now all of a sudden . . .”


Bill Palatucci, Christie’s longest-serving political confidant, told me that for months afterward, as the men traveled the country in Christie’s new role as campaigner for GOP candidates, folks repeated those words to him. You must be the thinnest-skinned guy in America. Through that one line, they felt “like they got to know this guy and got to understand him,” Palatucci said.


In the beginning of his term, Christie communications director Maria Comella couldn’t get the governor on Meet the Press. YouTube fixed that. Christie doubled his communications staff—reaching a taxpayer-funded payroll of about $1.4 million a year—so staffers could be dispatched to every public event armed with video cameras, boom mics, and laptops, cutting and clipping Christie’s appearances into mini-movies emailed out to the world before reporters could even file their stories to their editors.


The videos attracted the attention of news shows, which invited Christie on set in New York, where he’d sit for interviews that created more YouTube moments. Comella picked her spots, using TV for when her boss had a message to sell, like a big budget initiative, and preferring to bunch the appearances into single mornings—four interviews on four networks in fewer than four hours had the potential to dominate a single news cycle. He’d cross the tunnel into Manhattan the night before, get a room at a hotel in Midtown so he could sleep a little extra, and then get up while it was still dark to head to the green rooms. The exercise was critical to preparing to be a presidential candidate.


Comella soon brought on a digital director, Lauren Fritts. They commuted together every day from their apartments in Manhattan—ninety minutes to Trenton and ninety minutes back, tucked in a Toyota Prius talking shop and choreographing Christie. The videos they produced were ostensibly about promoting specific issues, but they were also about promoting the man, capturing the eyes of network producers and the ears of conservative talk radio hosts.


Before the governor’s 2012 budget address they created a mock movie trailer that began in black-and-white on Route 295 outside Trenton. It’s a stormy day, and the music is ominous.


Then Christie emerges from the SUV at the Statehouse and wind chimes play in the score, signaling optimism. He is at work—in a cabinet meeting, shaking hands at a construction site, speaking at a farm, walking the boardwalk, saluting a soldier. “Sometimes you may look at me and think I’m spoiling for a fight,” he says. “Not all the time, but I’ll tell you this: I’m going to fight for the things that are worth fighting for . . . ladies and gentlemen, this is it. What you see is what you get.”


He wasn’t a governor. He was The Governor. That’s how every one of his 2013 reelection campaign commercials ended: “Chris Christie, The Governor.” They did a poll in Connecticut once. “Who’s the Connecticut governor?” they asked. “Chris Christie,” most said. The aura from New Jersey was beginning to seep into America.


The videos alone didn’t do the trick. Distribution was key. Christie’s office maintained a contact list of people who received the videos every day. I thought the list, created by government employees, should be public information. Christie’s lawyers disagreed.


“You guys want everything,” Christie told us once. “You’re not entitled to everything.”


When I left the Philadelphia Inquirer in 2013 and moved over to WNYC, the National Public Radio member station, we sued for the YouTube press list. We got it, four and a half years after the initial request. It contained email addresses for twenty-five hundred journalists and TV producers, broken into tiers for national columnists, Sunday show producers, Spanish language TV, and more. At eighty-eight contacts, FOX News was most represented. For when something had to get out there quickly, there was a “push list” of reporters active on Twitter, like me. Comedy Central’s The Daily Show was on the list, as was the conservative opposition research group America Rising.


Controlling the message. That’s what carefully creating this list—and keeping it from me—was all about.


The culture of secrecy was enforced across all state agencies. Overtime costs for state troopers were kept under wraps. Budgetary information readily available in prior administrations was no longer released. The names of those who flew on Christie’s helicopter, visited the governor’s mansion, and attended Giants and Jets games in the gubernatorial suite were all state secrets. The amount it cost taxpayers to subsidize his political travels around the country could never be fully accounted for because the administration refused to release complete records, citing security reasons.


It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Less than six minutes into his inaugural address, Christie’s very first policy promise was this: “Today a new era of accountability and transparency is here.”


Christie had other priorities. Comella mandated her staff reach annual goals on increasing the governor’s Twitter followers and Facebook likes. My tweets about Christie were flagged by a $55,000-a-year “research analyst” in the governor’s office and emailed to outside political advisers. I got more complaints from Christie’s people over my quickly scribed tweets than from the long stories in the newspaper or on the radio that I had worked on for weeks. Team Christie knew that quickly disseminating information it liked—and quietly stifling information it didn’t—was the name of the political communication game, now and always.


SOON ENOUGH CHRISTIE got famous. He and his wife, Mary Pat, were going on double dates with the likes of Mr. and Mrs. Howard Stern and Mr. and Mrs. Matt Lauer. At the annual White House Correspondents’ Dinner, Christie was lampooned more than any other governor but then partied until the wee hours with George Clooney. There he was, “Dad dancing” on stage with Jimmy Fallon, and at a party in the Hamptons, gyrating on the dance floor with actor Jamie Foxx.


Christie crashed at Jon Bon Jovi’s pad that night in the Hamptons. He also had sleepovers at Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg’s house.


“I’ve never had trouble making friends, of any kind, in my life,” Christie told me. For twenty years, Christie organized his class’s high school reunions. “For people who are important to me in my life, I pay attention to them,” he said. “Now that I’m a celebrity, celebrities are no different than anyone else.”


He spends so much time at friendships that it bothered his wife, Mary Pat. “But I’m better at it than she is,” he told me. “I think that’s what really frustrates her. I have a lot more friends than she does.”


Christie is always on his iPhone with one friend or another. “So when Bono got in his accident, I texted him right away, ‘How are you doing, are you doing okay? You need anything?’ ” he said. “But if my friend Bill Giuliano from high school had gotten into an accident, I would’ve done the same thing.”


Christie and U2 front man Bono met in 2011, in the kingdom of Jordan, where they partied with Jordanian king Abdullah II. Christie met Abdullah through New York mayor Michael Bloomberg at a men-only dinner party Bloomberg threw in 2010, attended by the likes of former British prime minister Tony Blair and the Rolling Stones’ Mick Jagger. “It was pretty amazing,” Christie said.


Abdullah and Christie soon realized that they each had four children, two girls and two boys, all about the same age. “So we started talking about kids, and this and that,” Christie said, and thereafter he got a note from Abdullah inviting the Christies to Jordan. So in 2012, on the back end of a government trip to Israel, the whole Christie family was picked up by the Jordanian army and flown to the king’s home at the Red Sea, across from Israel and Egypt and next door to Saudi Arabia. They were taken to the five-star Kempinski Hotel in Aqaba—the royal family picked up the tab—and that night, a dinner was thrown for the Christies. Then Bono came by.


The Christies, the Abdullahs, and Bono spent the weekend together. The next day they barbecued by the Red Sea at the royal pool as all the kids jet-skied and maneuvered Segways around the property. At night, they flew out to Wadi Rum, the geological spectacle where much of Lawrence of Arabia was filmed, and the king threw a party as the kids rode ATVs through the desert.


At some point, Bono and Christie shared the mic. They dueted “Hotel California.” In the desert. In front of the king. When Christie told me about this moment, there was a glimmer in his eye, like: Can you believe how awesome my life is?


“He needs to be in the action all the time,” one longtime intimate told me. “He’s addicted to the attention.”


Christie had become the American Governor—personifying a media-focused, celebrity-obsessed, blunt-talking U.S. of A. This Christie phenomenon was no longer about the state that had created him.


On the last morning of his visit to Jordan, the king himself drove Christie to the helicopters, where he flew to a private jet—paid for by Sheldon Adelson, the casino magnate and pro-Israel GOP kingmaker. A few years later Christie would draw front-page scrutiny for the conflicts of interest inherent in his journey to the desert, but that was part of the deal with Christie. He had long enjoyed perks—and long gotten into trouble for them.


As U.S. Attorney, the federal Office of the Inspector General found that he spent more money on travel than any of his colleagues, exceeding the maximum government rate twenty-three times.


“I try to squeeze all the juice out of the orange that I can,” he once said.





PART ONE




THE CHRISTIE MYSTIQUE






- 1 -



A PERENNIAL CANDIDATE


In 1666 the greater Newark area was purchased by Puritan settlers from a group of Native Americans for 100 bars of lead, 20 axes, 10 swords, 4 blankets, 4 barrels of beer, 50 knives, 20 hoes, 20 gallons of booze, 3 coats, and a whole lot of shell beads.


Settlers erected log cabins out of the oak trees in the northern New Jersey forest. Land was harvested, dead trees were carved into drainpipes, and a church was built. During Sunday services two armed men stood on guard to watch for invading Native Americans. Town meetings were held, a cemetery was created, and a tax collector was appointed. Men ignited controlled fires to clear brush and build roads deeper into the woods. A tavern, a grist mill, and a school opened.


In the 1700s the first of dozens of tanneries went into business, establishing Newark as a manufacturing center that soon produced cider, shoes, and carriages. The town ballooned from fewer than one thousand people in 1776 to thirty-nine thousand in 1850—thanks in part to an influx of Germans who arrived following a revolution in the German state known as the Grand Duchy of Baden.


Despite the shadow of New York City to its east, Newark became a place on the map—a draw for immigrants and a center of the Industrial Revolution. When Thomas Edison moved there and started making telegraphs, Christie’s ancestors began arriving from Germany, Scotland, Ireland, and Italy.


They came from small towns. They were all Catholic, and they crossed the Atlantic Ocean to settle in Newark during a span of about fifty years, from the 1860s to the early twentieth century. They lacked schooling but learned to speak and read English within a generation, census records show. Women were homemakers. Men toiled in hard, calluses-on-your-hands physical labor, factory work in plastics, leather, beer, and sheet iron, for minimal wages.


That’s when there was work—for stretches, young men in his family went unemployed. Struggles lasted two, sometimes three generations.


For a century, Newark was home.


CHRISTINE, A YOUNG girl six years old from the Grand Duchy of Baden, her maiden name lost to history, found herself in this bustling place on the Passaic River with its very own German newspaper. She learned to speak, read, and write English. She married a milk dealer named Charles Winter, who hailed from the same region in southwest Germany. Together they had ten children, including a boy named John.


Zeriak Lott was a tanner who came over from Germany on a ship called the Labrador. He married Walburgh Ernst in 1853. They, too, had ten children, seven of whom survived and were baptized at St. Benedict’s Church, which served Germans in eastern Newark. In a picture from the late 1800s, the children are in black frocks while Zeriak wears a thick dark suit and sports an unruly goatee that reaches toward the middle of his chest. Walburgh has a cherubic face that is vaguely reminiscent of the future governor’s.


The Lotts’ daughter, Carolyn, married the Winters’ son, John. Their daughter Carrie went to school until the eighth grade and married, at eighteen, James Christie, the son of an Irish mother and Scottish father, whose alcoholism led to unemployment and, eventually, to a Newark boardinghouse. James dropped out of school in the sixth grade and supported his family at a factory, making belts used in manufacturing. He worked all the time.


“Dad was a serious dude,” his son, Wilbur, said.


Wilbur Christie, the governor’s father, first met Sondra Grasso, the governor’s mother, in middle school at the end of World War II. She was a flag twirler at West Side High School. He was a cheerleader at Hillside High.


But Sondra, at age nineteen, married another man, who beat her. They never had children, and in 1960 their nine-year marriage ended in divorce. Shortly after that she reunited with Wilbur at a dance, they married, and by 1962 she was pregnant with Wilbur’s first son.


Wilbur was an honors student who went to work at seventeen to support his family after his father died. He served in the U.S. Army during the Korean War and then tried out broadcasting in 1955, taking classes at Columbia University on the GI Bill. Once a week, he worked at NBC in Midtown Manhattan. When broadcasting didn’t work out he transferred to Rutgers University, making ends meet at Newark’s Breyers Ice Cream plant as a salesman and sign-shop supervisor. After college, he became an accountant.


At least that’s how Wilbur tells the story to interviewers.


To hear Christie tell his father’s life story—and it’s one of his favorite life stories to tell—Wilbur’s attainment of the American Dream begins with an older guy on the line at the Breyers factory who personally brought the elder Christie to Newark’s Rutgers University campus to sign him up for classes. “You’re a smart young guy, what are you gonna do with your life?” the man said to Wilbur.


“I like this job, it’s a good job. I like working at the ice cream plant.”


“Son, this ice cream plant ain’t going to be here forever. You’re too smart to do this. Go to college. You’re a veteran. Take advantage of the GI Bill. Go to college at night.”


Wilbur took night classes at Rutgers for seven years, the first in his family to go to college. In June 1962, he graduated, and the Christies took a family picture—Wilbur wore his cap and gown, and Sondra was six months pregnant with Christopher.


FIFTY-TWO YEARS LATER, the spring of 2014, and the baby in that belly was at another college graduation in New Jersey. The governor was giving the commencement address at Rowan University. But there was a rainstorm, forcing graduation into several smaller indoor ceremonies. Christie got the engineering students. The auditorium was half filled. Still, he delivered the most moving speech of his political life, telling the story of his mother’s side of the family.


Christie said that Sondra’s mother, Anne Grasso, was born on a boat immigrating from Sicily to the United States. Anne’s parents, Salvatore and Minnie Scavone, were old-school disciplinarians who selected Anne’s husband in an arranged marriage to Philip Grasso, a chauffeur and factory worker. They had three kids. Then she found out he was being unfaithful. “Now at that time, in that culture, that was something women were expected to accept,” Christie told the students. “But this woman had absolutely no intention of accepting that. In fact she did the exact opposite. She kicked him out of the house, and filed for divorce. In 1942.”


Records show their union dissolved, at least officially, in 1945. The divorce papers blamed Philip for “desertion.” “She was thirty-three years old,” Christie remembered. “She had no education at all past middle school. She now had three children to raise on her own because the family she had been arranged into said it was a disgrace that she filed for divorce. And there were no laws at that time forcing them, or her husband, to support them or her children. So what did she do? She went out and looked for a job.”


Anne, all five feet of her, got a job at the War Department, and then a lawyer’s office, and finally as a customer service representative at the Internal Revenue Service in Bloomfield, two hours and three buses away from Newark, Christie explained. She left at 6:00 a.m. every day and didn’t come home until 7:00 p.m.


“Every year at Christmas, they rewrapped the gift they had gotten the year before, and that’s what they were given for Christmas because they had no money,” he told the engineering students. “Many nights they went to bed hungry—but no nights did they go to bed alone. They had each other. This woman worked without a support system except for her own belief in herself.”


Growing up, Chris was closer to Nani, as he called her, than anyone. He’d stay at her apartments on weekends. They’d go to the library—Nani got three books for herself, Chris got one—and he was allowed to watch two shows: college football on Saturday and Meet the Press on Sunday.


“She taught me that your life is not determined by what you don’t have, but by what you are willing to do,” he said. “She never remarried. Yet she had a full life.”


Nani, a fan of Democratic president Franklin Delano Roosevelt, took Chris on jaunts to New York City, where they went to the opera (“Imagine me at the opera—even then it seemed incredible”) and to the Museum of Broadcasting, where he once watched a video of the inaugural address of the first Catholic president, Democrat John F. Kennedy. Young Chris remembered the words he heard JFK say that day: “Let us never negotiate out of fear, but let us never fear to negotiate.”


Christie recounted to the rapt audience of graduates, many of them children of immigrants, what Nani told him on her deathbed: “I was born on a boat coming over here, no education, nothing but my own hard work and what I was able to create for myself through the grace of this country—and now you’re being appointed to something by the president of the United States. My life is full.”


Census records, Italian ship manifestos, and Anne’s own obituary indicate that Nani was almost certainly born in Brooklyn in 1909—not on the boat from Italy, as he claimed she told him as she died. He later confirmed this factual error through an intermediary, and then in subsequent speeches changed the story so Anne’s ex-husband, Philip Grasso, the son of Italian immigrants Santo and Santa Grasso, became the one born on the boat from Italy. This claim also couldn’t be confirmed by census records, but it is far more plausible.


So did Nani really take three buses each way to work? Did they really rewrap old Christmas gifts? And does it matter, really? For rhetorical flourish or just because of familial memory lapses, Christie added drama to an already dramatic story.


Christie told the graduates that his story is their story. “Because of everything else you’ve achieved here, I believe you too will experience a great American life,” he said. “Just like my grandmother did. Just like I have. Though very different, they’re both great American lives. And you will now write your own story.”


Christie had already written Anne’s American story. Now he had to finish writing his own.


CHRISTIE ONCE RUMINATED on his beginnings to a New Jersey crowd at a town hall meeting. “I don’t know what my mother and father were thinking the day they brought me home from the hospital, but I can bet that they weren’t thinking: ‘There sits the fifty-fifth governor of the state of New Jersey.’ Probably not. They were still mortified they named me Chris Christie.”


Christopher James Christie was born September 6, 1962, at Beth Israel Hospital in Newark, surprising his parents, who were expecting a little girl. They were going to name him James Christopher—after Wilbur’s dad—but Wilbur’s older brother, James Christopher, Jr., was also expecting a child who was to be named James Christopher III. So Wilbur flipped the names around to Christopher James. Not until Nani got to the hospital and said, “Look at little Chris Christie!” did his parents realize what they had done.


The Christies came home from the hospital to a fourth-floor walk-up apartment at South Orange Avenue and South Fourteenth Street in Newark, across from West Side High School, his mother’s alma mater. By the time Christie became governor nearly five decades later, his childhood home was a trash-strewn vacant lot next to a bombed-out apartment building. Walking along Route 510 takes you through increasingly well-off suburbs—to Livingston, where the Christies would soon move, to Morristown, the Morris County seat where he would serve in his first elected office, to tony Mendham, his eventual home. To get from his first apartment to the mansion where he would be living when launching his presidential bid—to go from one America to another America—it’s just twenty-two miles and one left turn.


IN THE FALL of 1966, Newark was an increasingly diverse city undergoing economic collapse—twenty thousand manufacturing jobs, which had brought so many southern blacks up north, evaporated. Civic unrest was spreading through the nation’s cities, the temperature on Newark’s streets was rising, and the Christies were leaving.


On September 2, 1966, Wilbur and Sondra signed the paperwork to buy their first home in suburban Livingston. Christopher turned four years old days later.


The following summer the arrest of a black taxicab driver in Newark and rumors that the driver had been murdered by the cops set off six days of clashes with police. The resulting violence ended in twenty-six deaths, more than $15 million in property damage, and the acceleration of white flight to the nearby suburbs. Mid-twentieth-century demographic changes happened more rapidly in Newark than in all but two cities in the country.


Government helped the Christies bounce from working class to middle class. Wilbur, a military veteran who went to college on the GI Bill, landed a $22,500 Veterans Administration mortgage, records show. He and Sondra borrowed $1,000 each from their mothers—including Nani, who had a government job. That got them almost all of the way to the $25,000 price tag for their house in Livingston.


Livingston’s population, which tripled between 1950 and 1970, was almost entirely white. The Christies’ black neighbors from Newark did not follow to Livingston, likely due to racist mortgage practices and discriminatory zoning. Newark withered over the next decades, suffering from depopulation and economic depression. Livingston thrived, with the value of Christie’s childhood home appreciating at two and a half times the rate of inflation.


Christie has often said that he would have never become governor if his parents had stayed in Newark.


THE HOUSE AT 327 West Northfield Road was just thirteen hundred square feet, with a fenced-in backyard and an above-ground pool. Christie’s brother, Todd, was two years younger, and they would be as close as brothers can be, deeply protective of each other. Chris has a story about knocking a kid out who messed with Todd, and someone who knew both men told me Todd was “the most loyal brother I ever met, and lived entirely to promote his brother’s well-being.”


Loyalty was bred in the small bedroom they shared. They talked every night before bed. They both loved sports, but they retained their identities in part by picking their own teams. Todd rooted for the St. Louis Cardinals in baseball, and Chris became a Dallas Cowboys fan after watching Roger Staubach throw the football on TV in the 1970s.


Eventually, it wasn’t just Chris and Todd. After Sondra had three miscarriages, the Christies adopted a little girl, Dawn. The social worker first brought over a picture of Dawn in a Raggedy Ann dress, and noted that she was half Puerto Rican. That didn’t matter. “I want her,” Sondra said. “This is our daughter.”


Dawn was never the “adopted sister”—“she’s our sister,” they would say. Chris, ten years older, became her second father. All three kids would each go on to have four children of their own, settling down in the same town in northwestern New Jersey.


Wilbur was an accountant at Wall Street investment firms, eventually becoming a partner. Sondra took a job as a receptionist at the offices of the Livingston school district, a post she had for twenty-five years, during which time she was a member of the same teachers’ union that her son would become famous for lambasting as governor. Chris went to work, too, as a teenager. First at a gas station, then at a shoe store.


The house was strict, and things could get loud. The family put it all out there—hugging big and hard, and fighting big and hard.


Sondra, they called her Sandy, and Wilbur, they called him Bill, argued about all kinds of things, constantly pushing each other’s buttons. Their fights could be frivolous, or serious: Sandy’s brother once told interviewers that Bill took a secret second mortgage out to cover a big loss in the stock market.


Yelling reverberated through the walls of the boys’ bedroom. At night they lay in their twin beds maybe fifteen feet from their parents, talking to each other and listening during the fighting. “The milk was sour, they would yell at each other,” Christie remembered. “That was just the personalities they had.”


Relatives have said Chris was the mediator in the parental disputes, often taking his mother’s side and consoling his younger siblings.


Chris attributed his mother’s personality to her Sicilian descent, which “has made me not unfamiliar with conflict.”


“You had to learn how to argue or you got run over,” he said. For his father, he used a different metaphor: “A passenger in the automobile of life.”


Mom was the driver. “I think because the women in my life have been the predominant influence, that it makes me that much more comfortable with my own emotions,” Christie once told a reporter. “I think, in general, women are better at that.”


As an adult Christie got visibly amped up by confrontation, quick with a return jab to any perceived slight. But he did not yell with regularity. The threat of his wrath was powerful enough.


“You’re a kid who grows up in that atmosphere you either become a yeller and screamer, like you mimic,” Christie said. “Or you go like, ‘Uhhh, not me.’ And I have the capacity to do it when I want to, but most of the time I do it for effect.”


To explain himself to New Jerseyans, to let people know why he is the way he is—why he isn’t a “blow-dried politician”—he talks about his mom.


“The greatest lesson Mom ever taught me. . . . She told me there would be times in your life when you have to choose between being loved and being respected,” he said. “She said to always pick being respected, that love without respect was always fleeting—but that respect could grow into real, lasting love.”


“Now of course she was talking about women,” he quipped, before adding: “I believe we”—politicians—“have become paralyzed by our desire to be loved.”


ONE DAY AT Meadowbrook Little League Field in Livingston there was a new kid on the team, a boy who had missed half the baseball season due to a bout of rheumatic fever.


The catcher walked over to the boy and introduced himself as Chris Christie. “Harlan Coben, how are ya?” Chris asked. “Nice to have you back.”


Coben, who later became a best-selling novelist, remembered a young boy who acted like a charming adult. He said that young Chris did impressions of their teachers and was “the glue” on their intramural basketball team at Heritage Junior High, encouraging poor players. “If you were to ask who in our class would end up being governor,” Corben reminisced to me, “most people would tell you Chris Christie.”


Teammates from his Little League and high school baseball years called him a player-coach who knew who to pat on the butt and who to kick in the butt. “If I whiffed or something, or had a little bit of a bad day, he would put his arm around me and say, ‘Hey, Jules, you’ll get ’em next time,’ ” remembered Bill “Jules” Giuliano. That continued later in life. “He would be the first person people would turn to for advice. . . . Whether it was something they wanted to hear or didn’t want to hear, he had a way of pressing the right buttons.”


Baseball was his sport. He once won MVP on a youth baseball team after being hit by a pitch with the bases loaded in a championship game. Another year he wrote a letter to the weekly Livingston newspaper to publicly thank his two coaches.


Chris was starting catcher on the high school team. He wasn’t fleet of foot (he once got picked off third while celebrating a triple that probably should have been an inside-the-park home run), but he had pop in his bat and he called a good game.


His senior year, a catcher headed for pro ball transferred to Livingston High. Now that kid was really good, and Christie was demoted to the bench and a designated hitter role.


The Christie family considered legal action. “It was one of the first real disappointments in life I had to deal with,” Christie said. “But it was a great lesson for me.”


One way he dealt with it: He had a good cry, according to the team’s star pitcher. “He was just crushed,” Scott Parsons said. “But to his credit, he didn’t leave the team.” Not just that, Chris was elected captain, and the Livingston Lancers became state champs.


At a banquet to celebrate the championship, the Livingston High tennis coach got up and referenced Christie’s selflessness: “I want a kid like that on all of our teams every year.”


Chris got a standing ovation.


IN EIGHTH GRADE Christie lost a bid for student council president of Heritage Junior High by just two votes. Why? Not only didn’t he vote for himself—he voted for the girl he was running against. “I thought at that time that it was conceited to vote for myself,” he said.


When he ran for class president of the ninth grade, he voted for himself and won. Then it was off to Livingston High School, where Chris was president of his class in tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades. He was an active president, too, credited with organizing the prom, moving graduation to the football field, and lobbying for off-campus lunch. “Great Hopes make Great Men” was his yearbook quote, and he wrote this message to his girlfriend: To Melina. You’ve taken my life into your heart. Our special love will live in my heart forever.


Not only wasn’t it forever, it didn’t last until the end of senior year. They went to the prom with other dates. But decades later Melina had only fond memories of the boy who sometimes sent her flowers and cards. “He was a romantic, but we were also good buddies,” she told me. “We were very comfortable around one another—he’s an easy guy to be comfortable with.”


At Livingston High each year, seniors painted their graduation year on the school roof—“80” for 1980. The point was to make it visible from the stands at the football field.


Wilbur, helping with the tradition, bought the paint. Then Chris led the surreptitious charge to the roof so he and his buddies could write “80.”


The new school principal wasn’t happy. He had the roof painted over, and he summoned Chris to his office. “I would hope you would provide the leadership necessary to let your classmates know that this is not acceptable,” the principal said.


Christie agreed, left the office, and found his buddies. That weekend, they repainted “80” on the roof.


“CHRIS WANTED TO be a politician,” his uncle once said, “when he was a baby.”


In second grade Chris ran out the front door of Squiretown Elementary and over to the flagpole. He took Old Glory down for the night and looked up and saw his classmate’s mother. “Mrs. Cushman,” Chris said, “some day I’m going to be president.”


By the third grade Chris was speaking at PTA meetings about field trips and fund-raisers.


In fifth grade he told his grandmother that he wanted a law book for Christmas. “Oh, chiacchierone, this kid is going to be president one day!” Nani said.


At Heritage Junior High School one day in February 1977, the local legislator, Assemblyman Tom Kean, Sr., came in to speak. “The things he was saying, I kind of gut-agreed with,” Christie later recalled.


Chris went home and told his mother about his interest in Kean’s campaign. So Sandy ordered fourteen-year-old Chris into the car and together they drove to the estate of the Kean family. Chris was nervous.


“What’s the worst that could happen?” Sandy said.


Chris got out of the car, knocked on the door of the fancy politician’s house, and Kean himself answered. “Sir, I want to get involved in politics and I don’t know how to do it, and my mother says I gotta ask you,” Chris said.


Kean responded: “I’m thinking of running for governor. If you want to find out, get in the car. I’m going up to Bergen County. Come with me and see if you like it.”


They went up to the Oradell VFW Hall, where Chris distributed fliers for Kean before his speech. “I don’t remember much else about the evening, except that I just knew I was in the middle of a race for governor,” he said. “I was watching it happen, and I thought it was really cool.”


That May, a group of Livingston High School students attended a Kean rally in Trenton. The group included Christie and David Wildstein, a Livingston native who would one day order lanes at the George Washington Bridge to be shut down for political revenge.


Christie, Wildstein, and their friends handed out Styrofoam hats that read “Byrned Up? Let’s Raise Kean,” in reference to Democratic governor Brendan Byrne. On the way home, the boys stopped to buy beer. Chris, fourteen, had his first cold brew after his first political rally.


AT LIVINGSTON HIGH School Chris’s interest in politics ballooned. He went on a class trip to Washington, D.C., where he took pictures of the White House. One year he was selected to attend the Boys State leadership conference, where he ran for “governor,” lost in the primary, and nabbed a senate seat instead. Later he was selected as one of two high school seniors in all of New Jersey to participate in the United States Senate Youth Program. On one hand he got to meet President Jimmy Carter; on the other hand, he got a firsthand lesson in the corrupt tendencies of his home state.


As part of the program, students were supposed to shadow their state’s senators for the week. But just as he arrived in Washington the FBI revealed details of the Abscam political bribery scandal, which ensnared several New Jersey politicians, including Senator Harrison Williams, whom Christie was supposed to spend the week with. When the news broke, Williams pulled his participation in the program, so Christie shadowed Democratic senator Bill Bradley instead.


“We were the butt of jokes all week,” Christie remembered. The burden of New Jersey political corruption fell on his shoulders, as it often would.


CHRISTIE AND HIS Livingston High friends hung out at the Heritage Diner on weekend nights, a suburban teenage ritual. They did plenty of talking and laughing but maybe not a whole lot of ordering of food. So the owner kicked ’em all out, and created a new rule: You don’t order food, you can’t sit here all night.”


Chris was furious. “Are you kidding me? Ninety percent of us are ordering food!”


So he organized a boycott. He wrote a letter to the editor of the local paper. And he passed out leaflets. For weeks, the kids stopped going to the Heritage Diner and hung out at another diner in the next town. Business at the Heritage plummeted.


One day, several weeks later, Chris stopped at the diner alone. He sat at the counter. The owner of the diner came over. “Chris, this has to stop!” he pleaded.


They negotiated an agreement: The whole group can stay as long as two teens order food—and tip their waitresses. Deal.


Everyone returned to the Heritage Diner the following weekend. Chris had negotiated his first political deal, and emerged with more power than ever before.


IN THE FALL of 1980, Christie headed to college. He had been rejected by Georgetown University, but he found a college closer to home. The only years of his life when Christie didn’t live in New Jersey were spent as a political science major at the nearby University of Delaware. Freshman year, he sent in a mail-in ballot from Harrington E Residence Hall for Ronald Reagan for president. It was his first vote.


In college, Christie took a poetry class. But he was focused on politics. His political science professor, James Magee, said that Christie “took a genuine and very deep interest in” his class on civil rights and liberties. And while Christie often disagreed with his professor and other classmates, “his responses were sophisticated and respectful of views that differed from his own.”


Christie first got involved in student politics helping out a friend and future Christie gubernatorial appointee, Rick Mroz, win the class presidency. Christie then chaired the lobbying committee within student government, organizing opposition to President Reagan’s proposed cuts to a student loan program, personally lobbying Delaware senator Joe Biden, the future vice president, in Washington. He also set up phone banks so students could call congressional offices. “Our goal is to tie up the switchboards,” he said at the time. When one such effort didn’t pan out because only forty-one students turned out to make calls, Christie told the Review, the student newspaper, that the lack of involvement was “goddamned terrible.”


Christie joined the Resident Student Association and became president of his dorm. On the second day of sophomore year he was visiting a friend in another dorm and met a freshman named Mary Pat Foster. “I introduced myself because I thought she was cute, and she said hello, and that was it,” he said.


A year later, they ran into each other at a party. She was a student government geek, too, but they were both dating other people. When he made his own run for president of the Delaware Undergraduate Student Congress, he put her on his ticket as a candidate for class secretary. They ran as the Campus Action Party, with a platform that called for “breaking out of old molds” to deal with problems.


Christie’s ticket took the campaign seriously. His brother, Todd, now a student himself at the University of Delaware, was a key volunteer. The campaign distributed fliers, bought ads in the student newspaper, and worked the dorms. When one of Christie’s speeches droned on, Todd signaled for him to cut it off by moving his hands to his neck. “Chris is an incredible politician,” Todd remembered. “But every politician talks too much.”


Displaying a political sophistication well beyond his years, Christie focused on wooing student groups, because their members voted at greater rates, and he became friendly with the editor of the Review, which endorsed him: “Christie’s efforts in Washington, D.C. and Dover to campaign for student financial aid were more than admirable for a student carrying a full credit load, and his hard work to try to place a student on the Board of Trustees against impossible odds was, although unsuccessful, nothing short of remarkable.”


“Chris approached it like a professional politician,” his opponent, Lee Uniacke, said.


“Like, they had a platform,” remembered Kathleen Tregnaghi, who was running for vice president from the opposing party. “There was a debate, and he got dressed. He wore, like, a suit and tie.”


One of Christie’s top campaign promises was to raffle away free tuition for the spring semester, paid for by the Student Congress. He took out an ad in the personals section of the newspaper: DO YOU WANT A CHANCE AT FREE TUITION? VOTE, CHRIS CHRISTIE FOR DUSC PRESIDENT.


Christie won with 61.7 percent of the vote, and pledged a “productive” year.


That it was. President Christie put a referendum on the ballot to create a ten-dollar-per-semester “student activities fee” to help fund student groups. The measure passed by a five-to-one margin.


Christie quoted John F. Kennedy to successfully push for the creation of teacher evaluations for students to reference in selecting courses. Thirty years later, teacher evaluations would be a centerpiece of the governor’s education reforms.


“He was always on,” one former classmate told me. “He was always working the room. He was always analyzing the shift of power in a room. He would see it in an instant. It was really impressive. He was really agile. He was really quite smart.”


Christie once told a classmate that he had learned “how to tell if someone is going to fuck with me from a hundred yards away.” This ability was viewed by that classmate as “a presence-slash-arrogance beyond his years.”


When anti-Semitic literature was found distributed on campus, Christie made the kind of bellicose comments he would one day become famous for, calling those responsible “ignorant idiots.” Then he followed up with an editorial in the student newspaper citing an incident he had just witnessed at the Student Center: “A white student passed a group of black sorority pledges and grumbled an expletive and the word ‘nigger.’ . . . If we were to start a movement of understanding, caring, compassion and guts, others would surely follow . . . we must all believe that a campus free of racial prejudice is worth fighting for.” Christie then created a diversity committee—made up of Mary Pat, the president of the Gay and Lesbian Student Union, and a women’s rights activist, among others—that issued recommendations on “cross-cultural education.”


Christie mentored younger student politicians, explaining after meetings what they had done right and wrong, and sharing credit for successes. But he had his critics. He was accused of filling up the student congress with allies (one letter to the editor was headlined, “Christie Cronyism?”) and employing a top-down approach that muzzled debate and led five student leaders to quit. When Mary Pat Foster ran unopposed for president in the election to succeed him, Christie boasted: “We’re not having an election, we’re having a coronation.”


For that election, Christie’s brother, Todd, as chairman of the Election Committee, proposed cutting the number of days to vote and reducing the number of polling places. As the Review put it: “Chris Christie bequeathed to Mary Pat Foster an office he feels has finally gained some respect.” The paper said she had “rather large shoes to fill.”


Christie told the press, simply: “Mary Pat is a good person.”


They were dating by then, of course. The relationship started in February of his senior year, right after Mary Pat had returned from a five-week college session in Europe. Christie was hanging out in a booth with some buddies at the Deer Park Tavern, a bar so old that George Washington himself was said to have slept there. Christie saw a woman on the dance floor with short hair. He didn’t recognize her.


“And then she turned around and I was like, ‘Great! I actually know her,’ ” Christie remembered. She had cut her hair short while in Europe. “I thought, ‘She really looks good!’ And I said, ‘Now I’m going to go up and dance with her.’ So I went up, started talking, danced with her, asked her out that night to go out to dinner the next night.”


MARY PAT FOSTER is the ninth of ten children from a Catholic family in Paoli, a small town in Chester County, Pennsylvania, west of Philadelphia. At first Mary Pat thought Chris was “nerdy—but cute.” She was attracted to his “humor and intelligence”—“he’s always been amazingly smart.” When he walked her home and took her hand one night, “that’s when I kind of realized it was something different,” she said.


“She was fun in a different way than anyone I had ever experienced,” Christie remembered. One night they broke into a cafeteria at night “because we smelled that they were baking doughnuts for the next morning.” The baker ended up giving them some of his goods.


Nine months after they started dating Chris and Mary Pat were engaged. Mary Pat stayed on at the University of Delaware for senior year while her boyfriend went back to New Jersey to start Seton Hall Law School in Newark. They married in 1986 on Christie’s spring break and honeymooned at Couples in Jamaica. He was twenty-three, she was twenty-two.


The Christies began life in a $600-per-month, one-bedroom apartment above a liquor store in the commuter town of Summit. This wasn’t exactly the high life. And it wasn’t harmonious, either.


Mary Pat had the misfortune of moving in with a fervent New York Mets fan a few weeks before the start of what was arguably the greatest season the franchise ever had. She realized that her new husband watched Mets games every night. Every. Night.


Christie was working part-time at a law firm while going to law school. Mary Pat had originally been an engineering major, but she switched to finance and began a lucrative career trading bonds in a male-dominated field. She was commuting to New York for work and then coming home to the Mets.


“She’d be like, ‘Let’s talk about our days,’ and I’d be like, ‘Yeah, let’s talk about it while we’re watching the game,’ ” Christie later told interviewers. “So that did not make me popular, and we had any number of dustups in that first six, seven months, that almost all involved the Mets.”


CHRISTIE SAID BECAUSE he and Mary Pat were young when they married, “we weren’t very mature. I don’t know what either one of us thought marriage was exactly going to be like, but what was happening was not what we thought . . . and we had some fairly challenging times—really challenging times.” They waited seven years to have kids because “we wanted to be sure, and we didn’t want to bring children into a world and a relationship that we didn’t think was good and stable.”


They made $30,000 between them when they were first getting started—and had accumulated $35,000 in college and law school debt. They were working all the time.


Divorce loomed in Christie’s family. His mother and grandmother had divorced; both of his siblings would, too. The Christies went to counseling to work on their relationship—“and I think we have a better marriage because of that.” He recommended counseling to friends having problems in their own marriages. “It’s kind of like a demilitarized zone you can go through,” he said, where an arbiter can call “foul.”


Counseling didn’t cure everything. “To this day we still have these moments” of tension, he said. “The test of a marriage is: Do you hang in there? It’s not that you don’t have problems, and that people don’t do and say things that they wished they didn’t do or say, but how do you recover from that?”


Seven years in, “finally when we felt like we definitely liked each other, then we had kids,” he said. “And then had four in ten years.”


They vowed not to fight in front of the kids, because it scares them, and he said his home became more peaceful than the one he knew back in Livingston. “We argue with each other pretty well, but we have a much different house than the one I grew up in,” he told me.


When they need to “air it out” they go to Mary Pat’s walk-in closet, the farthest away from the children’s rooms. He bemoaned that as governor he couldn’t fight in front of the children or the state troopers who follow him around, so “it’s getting really restricting.”


“Think about this: you go to some party with your wife, right? And this invariably happens to every married couple . . . something happens at the party, whatever, that pisses you off. The great moment is when you get in the car and go, ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ And you have it out. So by the time you get home it’s washed out. Would you want to do that in front of a New Jersey state trooper?”


No, I told him, I would not. And neither would my wife.


“So what happens is you seethe, you’re staring at each other. And then we usually go into her closet to fight.”


AFTER THEIR APARTMENT above the liquor store in Summit, the Christies moved to an apartment in a house—this one had a front lawn. They soon bought another house for $160,000, sold it two years later for $140,000 (bad investment), built a new house, sold that, and then moved into a palatial spread hidden by trees off a quiet, winding street in Mendham, Morris County. Children came every few years—Andrew in 1993, and then Sarah, Patrick, and Bridget. The two working parents raised four kids with help from a live-in nanny, a cleaning service, and, eventually, state troopers.


Mary Pat has long maintained that her husband is the same way he is at home as he is in public. “He really is, gosh, he’s so forthright and frank,” she told an interviewer. “And he’s that way with our family. You never have to wonder where he stands, even if it’s, ‘Can Patrick go to a hockey game at eight o’clock on a Sunday night?’ He’ll say yes or no, and nine times out of ten we agree.”


Mary Pat is a good cook, known for her Dr. Bird Cake—pineapple, apple, walnut. She would also become the family breadwinner, and an important political fund-raiser. A bond trader with a master’s in business administration, she earned as much as $475,000 annually as a managing director at the investment firm Angelo, Gordon & Co.


“Listen, I just have three words for you: joint checking account,” Christie liked to say. “That money all lands in the same place, baby. It’s fine by me.”


Weekends at the Christies’ always involved sports. They went to Saturday University of Delaware football games, cheering on the Blue Hens with college buddies at the ten-yard line. The festivities started in the lot, for tailgating. Chris brought the Cinnabons, and Mary Pat took over the grill. At some point or another, early on, Christie began a tradition where they all walked to their seats in the stadium in a conga line, waving maracas. “I think we had too much to drink one time, and it became a tradition,” Christie said. “Everybody would cheer for us.”


Sundays often began with Mass down the road from their home at St. Joseph’s Catholic Church, a parish focused on aiding the less fortunate. Mary Pat attended more often than her husband, even teaching Sunday school for a spell. On the Sunday after he was elected governor, Christie brought along state troopers who took communion.


Sunday afternoons meant more sports—often New York Mets games. Christie was such a big fan he brought his lunch to work in a giveaway lunchbox that he got at a game, and he later became friends with the team’s owners. But he also threw himself into his kids’ athletic events, and was known to razz the refs at his sons’ hockey games with barbs like: “You lose your whistle?”


Their oldest, Andrew, was a catcher on his high school varsity squad, like his father. Senior year he was captain, batting an impressive .389. He went on to play baseball at Princeton University, down the road from the governor’s mansion.


By the time Christie became a presidential candidate, Sarah was in college, too, at Notre Dame. When she left freshman year Christie wrote her a five- or six-page letter—“about the things I wanted to say to her but couldn’t because I knew I would cry.”


CHRISTIE WAS WORKING as a commercial litigation attorney when he entered politics for the first time in the early 1990s, at the age of thirty.


He had been registered as a voter in Morris County for just six months. But he was primed with a couple of connections and some personal cash to make an aggressive first move—a run for the state Senate against John Dorsey, an eighteen-year lawmaker. Christie presented himself as a moderate Republican reformer, pledging to get rid of perks for lawmakers and control political donations.


Some sentences in his campaign materials would sound, twenty years later, downright liberal: “A state legislature in Trenton dominated by men should not be passing laws restricting the rights of women.”


In addition to being pro-choice, Christie was antigun: “The issue which has energized me to get into this race is the recent attempt by certain Republican legislators to repeal New Jersey’s ban on assault weapons. In today’s society, no one needs a semiautomatic assault weapon.”


Christie collected 111 signatures to get on the ballot. But Dorsey alleged that most of the signatures were invalid, because they came from non-Republicans or people living in the wrong district. Dorsey dismissed Christie as a “young man” who “doesn’t seem to understand the rules of the law.”


Defending himself to the Star-Ledger, Christie previewed an ad hominem style that would mark his political career. “This is just a perfect example of John Dorsey,” Christie said. “He thinks that he has a birthright to this seat and he doesn’t want anybody to run against him.”


The matter went all the way up to the appellate court, where Christie lost 3–0. And just like that, his first attempt at a political campaign had ended. It lasted nine days.


THE 1776 NEW Jersey Constitution said every representative to county government must own property, or “freehold.” From there on, despite the unwieldy nature of the word—and the elimination of the property-owning requirement—county representatives in New Jersey would be known as “chosen freeholders.”


No other states have such things.


The year after he lost his Senate bid Christie spent $60,000 of his own money to run for the Morris County Board of Chosen Freeholders by promising the same thing that he’d promise voters for decades: saving money by cleaning up government. He partnered with a mentor, Jack O’Keefe, who found Christie “almost magical in his ability to get approval from people.”


Christie pledged to eliminate medical coverage for part-time public workers and emphasized his opposition to the practice known as pay-to-play, in which government contractors are chosen by freeholders based on political contributions. Christie accused the incumbent freeholders of giving contracts to cronies, and then paid for an ad during a New Jersey Devils–New York Rangers playoff game in which he personally accused his opponent, a mother of ten named Cecilia “Cissy” Laureys, of “being investigated” for corruption.


In the ad, Christie sits on his couch helping Mary Pat bottle-feed Andrew. Christie wears a tie and no jacket, as if he has just walked in from a long day at the office: “Hi. My name is Chris Christie. . . . The Daily Record has called the current incumbents fumbling, bumbling amateurs. And now, they’re being investigated by the Morris County prosecutor.”


The “investigation” that he claimed his opponents were under was really just “an inquiry” that began over meeting minutes that Laureys claimed didn’t exist. There were indeed minutes; Laureys said she made a mistake.


“She knew damn well what I was asking for,” Christie said.


No charges or sanctions were filed. Laureys compared Christie to Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister. Decades later Christopher Laureys, Cissy’s son, told the New Yorker: “This was beyond the pale of what anyone had ever done in politics in Morris County.”


But Christie learned a lesson: Attacks work. Christie came in first place in the GOP primary a few days after the ad aired. Laureys sued Christie for defamation, and as part of a settlement Christie published a letter in the newspaper acknowledging the ad was “not accurate.” He promised to be “much more sensitive of the impact of such tactics” in future campaigns.


With the primary victory secured in the overwhelmingly Republican county, Christie went on to score his first newspaper endorsement in the general election in Morris County’s Daily Record. His desire to “conduct county business more openly and make other ethical reforms” was cited. Ethics would become his calling, and his strategy.


Christie nonetheless accepted $6,000 in campaign donations from law firms and engineers that did work for Morris County government on his way to becoming the highest vote-getter in the general election. At his freeholder swearing-in ceremony in January 1995 Christie quoted former Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson and called on freeholders to take pay cuts and eliminate their health benefits. To set an example he redirected 25 percent of his salary to a local drug treatment facility.


A new, strict code of ethics was needed immediately, he said. Contractors were already trying to bribe him with golf outings, he alleged, so there should be a ban on employees accepting gifts—yes, a ban was already in place, but Christie insisted there was a loophole. Said one veteran politico who watched him on the otherwise staid Morris County freeholder board: “Chris thrives on chaos, and when there isn’t any he creates it. There was no ethics issue.”


At one freeholder meeting Christie’s ethics crusade ended in “an angry name-calling argument,” according to a newspaper dispatch.


Eventually, Christie won a small victory: A ban was passed on accepting gifts of more than minimal value from government contractors.


But his attempt to forbid no-bid government contracts failed, and Christie went on to vote for at least 440 no-bid contracts worth more than $10 million. Then he received $17,000 in political contributions from recipients of those contracts.


Nonetheless, he continued to talk tough. When Christie took aim at another recipient of a no-bid contract—the architect of the county jail, whom he implied overcharged the county for his services—Christie was sued for defamation. Again. The suit was eventually withdrawn, but Christie got stuck with legal bills.


A MONTH AFTER he was sworn in as Morris County freeholder, Christie announced his candidacy for the state assembly, running again on an ethics platform. Christie faced incumbent Republican assemblyman Anthony Bucco, who had just supported Christie’s run for freeholder. Christie sought to hold both elected positions simultaneously, and his tactic was to run to Bucco’s left on social issues. He called Bucco’s support of a repeal of an assault-weapons ban “dangerous,” “crazy,” and a “radical plan.” A Christie campaign flier read: “Vote for safer streets.”


Christie also framed himself as a fiscal conservative, even as his claim that he voted against a county budget was debunked by the local paper.


Bucco castigated Christie as a “perennial candidate” who practiced “dirty tricks” and “will say or do anything to get elected.”


“If all you need to be a legislator is a lot of money and uncontrolled ambition, then I think the state is in trouble,” Bucco said.


Things soon got weird, with Christie denying that he was a millionaire and Bucco denying that he was a Marxist. In one attack ad Christie was depicted as an infant. In another, three men, portraying Christie, literally threw mud all over each other.


Morris County politics didn’t normally get like this. “We’ll be glad when Tuesday’s primary is behind us,” bemoaned the Daily Record editorial board.


On Election Day interviews at the polls showed that local Republicans had problems with Christie’s style. “Christie and his partner, they just gave you a bad taste,” one Republican said.


Christie lost. He finished fourth, in last place.


TWO YEARS AFTER the Assembly defeat, Christie ran for reelection as freeholder, and lost. Morris County was done with the brash kid who came out of nowhere, ran for a bunch of offices, caused some havoc on the freeholder board, and kept getting sued.


Local establishment Republicans ignored his concession speech as he delivered it. After he got off stage a local councilman tugged at his sleeve, blew him a kiss, and said: “That’s just me kissing your fucking career good-bye.”


Christie sued his former opponents in the race for defamation, saying they had falsely accused him of using government funds to defend himself in the other defamation suit involving the architect. “I want my reputation back,” Christie said.


As part of the settlement, the opponents released a statement clarifying their language. Christie was thrilled, telling a reporter: “We’ve been able to drag them, kicking and screaming, to the truth.”


“The ink wasn’t dry on the settlement and Christie was on the phone to the newspapers,” griped one of his opponents, John Murphy. “The gloves are off again.”


If you’re keeping score, that’s four elections in four years that triggered four court cases.


“I pretty much decided I would never run for anything again,” Christie later said. “I thought to myself, you know, maybe I was not cut out for this. . . . Maybe I have to find another way to be involved in public issues and public life.”


But Christie has patience for playing the long game. He would rebuild many of these relationships before his comeback. Former nemeses Laureys and Murphy endorsed him for governor. Even the wife of the man who kissed his fucking career good-bye ended up campaigning for him.


BEFORE, AFTER, AND during his stints in politics, Christie was developing a lucrative legal business. He was working at a small North Jersey law firm, Dughi & Hewit, defending doctors in malpractice cases and handling investment and securities cases. His brother and wife, both Wall Street traders, referred him clients.


Christie also handled appellate matters, which involved taking questions from a panel of judges. This, said former law partner Bill Palatucci, is what helped Christie build the expertise to be so deft at handling questions from reporters and constituents.


Palatucci was a successful New Jersey politico running President George H. W. Bush’s 1992 campaign in New Jersey when he first met Christie, a volunteer. The men started a two-man lobbying operation handling a range of policy areas, including banking, Christie’s area of expertise. On behalf of the Securities Industry Association they opposed an effort to have securities fraud included in the state’s Consumer Fraud Act. Clients included Edison Schools, a for-profit manager of public schools that wanted to increase charter schools in poor New Jersey districts, and the University of Phoenix, a for-profit college that was trying to obtain a higher education license. Christie and Palatucci advocated for energy deregulation and jail privatization.


Palatucci knew his way around the moneyed political world and his was fast becoming the most important relationship in Christie’s political life. He provided the Rolodex of connections that helped Christie pivot from the 1990s, when he was a failed local politician, to the 2000s, when he was appointed United States Attorney of New Jersey.


SANDY CHRISTIE, THE blooming politician’s strongest link to Newark and the immigrant world he came from, lived just long enough to see that happen.


And just long enough to rib him for it.


“If there were any merit to this selection,” she told him after President George W. Bush appointed him U.S. Attorney, “it was because you followed my advice.”


Sandy Christie was brassy and brash and a ball-buster. She was, in other words, her son’s mother.


“If I’ve got a problem you’re gonna hear about it,” she would say.


Sandy was seventy-one when she died. Her obituary was headlined, “A Pillar of Livingston,” and it recounted her “radiant smile and hearty laugh” as a receptionist working the front desk for Livingston’s board of education.


A lifelong smoker, Sandy was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1980, shortly before Chris went to college. He then struggled those first few days of school, dealing with separation anxiety and worrying about his mother. “It was one of the most difficult periods of my life, but it taught me very much that you have to move on,” he said. “It didn’t teach me how to do it, but it taught me that you had to do it.”


Sandy beat the cancer, and she watched him graduate from law school and run for public office. She had a brain aneurism in 1996—she beat that, too. But in 2004, complaining of dizziness, she went to the hospital, where doctors found large tumors on her lungs and on her brain. Before delivering the news to Sandy and Bill, the doctor called their oldest son. “I’m going to give them some news and you need to be there, because they’re not going to take this well,” the doctor told Christie.


He was there when the doctor gave her the news. Afterward, in the car to take her home, he put his hand on the stick to put the car into gear. She put her hand on his. “I know I’m going to die,” she said.


This was a shock to him. “I never heard my mother, ever, ever be defeatist, ever, in her life,” he remembered. “This is a woman I thought would beat anything.”


He vowed that after she had been with him for so many life moments, he would make sure to be with her when she died.


And he was.


HE HAS A story about that moment, and it might be the most potent in his repertoire, packing laughter and sadness into four minutes that worm their way into your heart. Christie has repeated it hundreds of times to tens of thousands of people in New Jersey and beyond. The story ended almost every town hall meeting he held in New Jersey in his first term as governor, and it would become a staple of his early presidential campaign, acting as a window to understanding his edgy idiosyncrasies. When voters wondered about his temper or his judgment, maybe because of this story they would understand why he is the way he is.


The story, as he tells it, begins with a little background: “I had an Irish father, and I had a Sicilian mother. Now what this means is from a very young age I became adept at conflict resolution.”


No matter that his father is of half German ancestry and only a quarter Irish, the laughter begins from there. “See, it’s not that my parents argued all the time. It’s just that my mother felt there was not any argument not worth having,” he says. “My mom would tell you whatever was on her mind all the time. And we used to say, ‘Mom, why do we need to know that?’ And she’d say, ‘I need to get it off my chest! There’ll be no deathbed confessions in this family! You’re hearing it now.’ ”


Then his voice softens. Now he shifts, showing that he has, as he would say, more than one club in the bag. He doesn’t just yell at reporters; he also can talk about life’s most painful moments. “My mom was diagnosed on Valentine’s Day in 2004 with lung cancer. And by the first week of May she was back in a hospital and near death. I was at a conference for U.S. Attorneys in San Diego. And my younger brother called me and said, ‘It’s gotten much worse, they’re starting to give her morphine, so if you want to talk to her again you’re going to need to get home right away.’ ”


He pauses, and adds: “I’m sure there’s people in this audience who have gone through exactly the same things, exactly those kind of moments.”


Christie took the red-eye home from San Diego and drove to the hospital. It was about 9:30 a.m. when he arrived, and she was sleeping. He sat next to her bed for a bit. They hadn’t seen each other in five days.


“She woke up, she looked at me, and she said, ‘What day is it?’ Not hello or anything else.


“I said, ‘It’s Friday.’


“She said, ‘What time is it?’


“I said, ‘It’s about nine-thirty.’


“She said, ‘Go to work.’ ”


The chuckling begins again, cautiously. They know what she’s like.


“I said, ‘Mom, I thought I’d take the day off, and spend the day with you.’


“And she said, ‘Christopher. It is a work day. Go to work!’


“I said, ‘Mom, are you worried about not getting your taxpayers’ money’s worth? I’ll make up the time. Don’t worry about it! I wanna stay here with you today.’


“She reached over and she took my hand and said, ‘Christopher, go to work, it’s where you belong. There’s nothing left unsaid between us.’ ”


The silence is cut by the sounds of unsnapping handbags as women dig for tissues. Men’s eyes glisten, too, as their minds flash to frames of regrets and memories, love and loss. Like a preacher, Christie taps into common struggles with family and mortality, and in that way he becomes more familiar.


“This was one of the most powerful moments of my life, which will summarize for all of you why I am the way I am,” he says. “My mother taught me, say what’s on your mind to people you have a trusting relationship with, to not let them wonder what you think and how you feel.”


He is signaling that the honesty between Sandy and Chris could be replicated between voters and Christie. Maybe there’d be some yelling—but it’d be real.


“Because of the gifts she gave me I didn’t have to say I wish I had said this to her, I wish she knew this about me or I knew that about her,” he says. “When she looked at me that morning and said there’s nothing left unsaid between us—I knew she was right. And I knew she had taught me the way to live my life.”


This was the last conversation Christie ever had with Sandy. She went into a coma the next morning and died the day after that.


“And so, that’s why I am the way I am.”
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“IT’S HARD TO BE A SAINT IN THE CITY”


The British crown bequeathed the land that would become New Jersey to two men, John Lord Berkeley and Sir George Carteret, to thank them for their support during the English Civil War. This was the very first instance of mutual back-scratching and transactional politics in state history, but it would foretell the next 350 years.


Because Berkeley and Carteret were a couple of dirty politicians. New Jersey’s official historical record notes that Berkeley was “under a cloud” during his public career “in consequence of his being detected in selling of offices, and other corrupt practices.” Carteret, meanwhile, was elected and then summarily expelled from the House of Commons after being accused of embezzlement.


Political shenanigans are New Jersey’s original sin. Shortly after America won her independence, boys, slaves, Philadelphians, and women were found to have illegally voted in a special election to decide the location of a new courthouse in Essex County. By the early twenty-first century, New Jersey had accumulated so many stories of dirty politics that a book was written, The Soprano State, named for the fictional antihero criminal Tony Soprano. The authors thanked Christopher J. Christie, the chief federal prosecutor for the state at the time, for being a corruption fighter “who took on the bad guys.” Finally.


Christie made his name prosecuting crooked pols in his seven years in that job as U.S. Attorney, and when the book was turned into a documentary Christie attended the premiere and told a reporter, ominously: “We’ll always have a corruption problem in New Jersey.”


Even the ones who are supposed to be the toughest on corruption fail New Jersey. Republican governor William Cahill was a former FBI agent, county prosecutor, and deputy attorney general who ran in 1969 on a promise to “search out the corrupters and the corrupt, wherever they exist.” But when top advisers started getting in trouble—his secretary of state was convicted of getting campaign donation kickbacks from a highway contractor—Cahill lost his own party’s primary for reelection.


New Jersey’s reputation for corruption grew due to its propensity for sensational cases. Democratic governor Jim McGreevey was a married father who gave his Israeli boyfriend a job he was wholly unqualified for—homeland security adviser—and moved him to an apartment across some woods from the governor’s mansion. Amid threats that the man, Golan Cipel, was going to sue him for sexual harassment, McGreevey called a press conference to resign from office. With his parents and wife at his side, he said: “My truth is that I am a gay American.” Later, pundits would argue that McGreevey really resigned to prevent more significant scandals from being revealed.


THE PRESIDENT OF the United States appoints ninety-three U.S. Attorneys as chief federal law enforcement officers in districts around the country. USATs are the prosecutors in federal criminal cases, working with the FBI and other agencies to investigate violations of federal law. They often view themselves as above the political fray, and they are rarely household names.


In New Jersey the U.S. Attorney enjoys a unique kind of notoriety as the only USAT in the state—compared to four in New York. Also, unlike most states, New Jersey’s attorney general is an unelected political appointee of the governor, making the U.S. Attorney the most potent check on the governor’s power that there is.


Christie’s journey to this august responsibility began in 1988, when his future law and lobbying partner Bill Palatucci picked up George W. Bush at Newark International Airport. Bush’s father, Vice President George H. W. Bush, was seeking the presidency, and Palatucci, who was running the vice president’s New Jersey campaign, drove the cigar-smoking younger Bush around the state. Four years later, Bush was up for reelection and Palatucci was in the same position when Christie joined the presidential campaign as an advance man.


Bush lost his reelection bid (and lost New Jersey), but when the younger Bush became governor of Texas and began building his own candidacy for president, Governor Bush’s adviser, Karl Rove, invited Palatucci and his friends to Austin.


In January 1999, Palatucci, Christie, and a handful of other Jersey GOP politicos made the pilgrimage to Bush. Christie became a lawyer for Bush’s 2000 presidential campaign in New Jersey and a campaign surrogate, appearing on the trail in New Hampshire and Delaware and on Court TV to analyze the Bush v. Gore election dispute. Together with Palatucci and future Christie gubernatorial adviser Jon Hanson, Christie raised more than $500,000 for his campaign. Bush affectionately nicknamed him “Big Boy.”


“In the context of political life in this country, the way you get to know these people is by supporting them and being involved in their campaigns,” Christie explained at the time.


Even before the election was over Christie knew what he wanted from a Bush presidency: the U.S. Attorney gig. “I just kind of thought I would be perfect for the job,” he later said. “Now, I don’t know in retrospect whether I really had any basis for that or not, but I just—my sense, my gut, was I could do that really well.”


He had never worked in criminal law or in a federal courtroom. He had never cross-examined a witness or worked as an assistant prosecutor. But after Bush was elected, Palatucci mailed Christie’s resume to Rove, now the top adviser to the president, while Christie conducted an aggressive letter-writing campaign. At one point he stopped the then Republican governor, Donald DiFrancesco, at an event at the Jersey Shore with a letter of recommendation already written from DiFrancesco to the White House; Christie just needed a signature. Christie secured the approval of the Democratic gubernatorial candidate at the time, Jim McGreevey, by promising he had no interest in running for political office.


In July 2001 Christie interviewed for the job. But as word circulated about the new potential nominee, whispers sounded that the process was rigged by the Republican Party establishment. “Everybody in the game wants Christie,” an anonymous source told the New York Times, “and everybody not in the game is looking for a rational alternative.” The article described Christie as a corporate lobbyist who contributed money to Republicans but was otherwise unfit for the job.


On September 10, 2001, at 4:30 p.m., Christie got the call from White House counsel Alberto Gonzales. “Big Boy” would be nominated as the new U.S. Attorney for New Jersey.


LESS THAN EIGHTEEN hours later Christie dropped his kids off at school and came home with his then toddler son, Patrick. Mary Pat and Christie’s brother, Todd, were at work in Lower Manhattan. At 8:46 a.m., terrorists piloted the first of two planes into the World Trade Center, and Mary Pat, in her office four blocks away, felt the building shake. She called Chris as the second plane hit.


Phones went down, and Mary Pat and her colleagues were hustled into a basement at the office. She stayed there for two hours before putting a wet T-shirt over her face and navigating desolate streets covered in the vaporized remains of metal, plastic, paper, wire, and human beings. She and her coworkers headed uptown, passing pockets of hysteria—like those fleeing over the Brooklyn Bridge, fearing that someone had blown up the Brooklyn courthouse—and ended up at a bar in Union Square, Pete’s Tavern, said to be the oldest continuously operated such establishment in the city. No idle hands on this high-powered financial executive and mother of four, though—Mary Pat began serving food to the masses from Lower Manhattan.


Back in Mendham, Christie didn’t know his wife’s whereabouts. “What am I going to say to the kids when they get home at two-fifteen?” Christie wondered.


“When it first happened . . . all I could think about was the [U.S. Attorney] job—what is this going to mean? And then, once the second building was hit and I couldn’t get her on the phone for hours, I had completely forgotten about the job. And I was like, ‘What am I going to do as a father? What am I going to do if she doesn’t come home?’ ”


Mary Pat finally got a call through. Christie told her to take a ferry from the east side of Manhattan to the Jersey Shore; Christie drove the hour to pick her up. Covered in that sand-colored dust, she was deemed “contaminated” and hosed down by firefighters. She was given a blanket. She wrapped herself in it.


“I’m standing on the corner watching people walking down the street from the boat slip and every second person seemed to be soaking wet,” Christie said. “They were all in a trance.”


“I saw Chris and I just hugged him,” Mary Pat said. “I was shaking.”


Later that night, Christie returned to the port to pick up his brother. The county where the Christies lived, Morris, is a well-off bedroom community less than an hour’s drive from Manhattan, and there were lots of financial sector workers in Lower Manhattan who were from the county. The Christies visited a friend that night whose husband hadn’t yet come home. He never would come home. Two people at the Christies’ church, three parents of their children’s classmates, and, in all, sixty-four residents of their county died in the attacks.


Christie’s nomination, meanwhile, was in limbo. Given the national crisis there weren’t enough FBI agents available to do a background check. “The job I accepted on the tenth had now become 180 degrees different,” Christie said. “You are now going to be U.S. Attorney when terrorism is going to be the main focus.”


When President Bush finally announced the appointment in December, the New Jersey papers pounced. The Asbury Park Press wrote: “The ability to raise money for candidates should not be a qualification for the top federal prosecutor for New Jersey.” The paper called on the Democratic senator, Jon Corzine, to play one of the strongest hands in American politics—senatorial courtesy—and block the appointment.


If only. Instead, Corzine, who would one day lose his own job to Christie, acquiesced. The second senator from New Jersey, Robert Torricelli, also agreed to sign off on the appointment—but only if Christie hired a Torricelli ally as the number two in the U.S. Attorney’s Office. Christie agreed, and when Christie got into the position he also did one other thing: He demoted the prosecutor who had led a corruption investigation into Torricelli.


AT THE U.S. Attorney offices at the Rodino Federal Office Building on Broad Street in Newark, there was skepticism about whether Christie could properly oversee a drug bust in Newark, let alone prevent terrorism and prosecute political corruption.


U.S. Attorneys typically rose from their own federal prosecutor ranks—they weren’t partisan fund-raisers without criminal law experience. The man he was replacing, Robert Cleary, had prosecuted the Unabomber, for godsakes. But Christie wasn’t anything like that—he wasn’t “a case guy.” And the case guys were offended. The state’s federal bar association passed a resolution opposing Christie’s nomination, and Cleary refused to let Christie come to the office to talk before his confirmation.


Christie got home to Mendham after his first day on the job. “How did it go?” Mary Pat asked.


“I know I am going to be able to do this job very well,” he said, “but I am also the only person in the office that knows it.”


Christie might not have known much about federal criminal law. But his natural flair for leadership, instinctual managerial skills, and shared sympathy with New Jerseyans weary over political corruption would shade over many deficiencies. At least in the beginning.


First Christie did what he could to assuage concerns. He scheduled individual meetings with the office’s 120 prosecutors. He asked what he didn’t know, and what he could do differently. Christie tapped three veteran prosecutors as his top assistants, rearranged the office to more quickly move cases, and boosted the public corruption, narcotics, and counterterrorism units. Notably, he was credited for hiring with diversity in mind, bringing on more black lawyers.


After some time, younger prosecutors found themselves drawn to his office. “People walk out of there and feel like they met with Jesus,” a former employee told me. Early on Christie attended a Black History Month event at the federal courthouse. This was an annual program for court staff. A spread of food was put out. The U.S. Attorney was expected to give a perfunctory speech, as his predecessors had. Instead, said someone in the room, Christie launched into a moving account of the scourge of gang violence in the inner cities. Women in the audience cried. The attorneys who worked for him had never seen anything like it.


Christie’s staff soon learned that the boss made decisions quickly and confidently, and he flexed his upper hand with the necessary muscle. After not being briefed about a big corruption case, Christie pulled the chief investigator aside, pointed to the Christopher J. Christie name etched in gold on his office door, and said: “You see whose name is on the door? As long as you see my name there, you tell me what’s going on!”


“There were a lot of ugly meetings,” Christie said, “and I got really angry if things weren’t going the way I asked or people didn’t have answers.”


“CONGRATULATIONS,” ATTORNEY GENERAL John Ashcroft told Christie when he was confirmed. “Remember, over seven hundred people in your district were murdered. It’s the single largest loss of life in any one district in the country. It’s your job to make sure it never happens again.”


Here Christie was, an unsuccessful former local politician, a thirty-nine-year-old securities lawyer not only leading a major law enforcement agency but now on the hunt for terrorists. Christie had not served in the military. His travel out of the country had been limited. But for the next seven years he would make thorny decisions about protecting Americans, and he was doing so in a region where the physical and emotional trauma of September 11 was still fresh. One of the hijacked planes came from Newark International Airport. In the months before the attacks the terrorists lived above a bodega in Paterson, rented cars in Wayne, and took in “Jersey Style table dancing” at Nardone’s strip club in Elizabeth. The smoky ruins of the World Trade Center were right across the river, visible from the seventh-floor conference room of his Newark office.


In the beginning, almost every week Christie met those who were widowed or left without a parent due to the attacks. “They look to you now to say are we safe,” he said. “We were intent as prosecutors—and I’m sure the agents felt this way, too—on making sure it wasn’t going to happen again.”
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